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Sisters; Fashion and Death  
 
In 1824, Italian poet and philosopher Giacomo Leopardi commented 
on the relationship between fashion and death in his satirical 
Operette Morali: Dialogue between Fashion and Death.1 Fashion and 
Death are linked as sisters who complement each other’s strengths 
and compensate for their respective weaknesses, but their tasks are 
collective - renovating, ending, renewing.2 This short piece of writing 
made an amusing yet poignant observation about the nature of 
fashion and death and became a critical piece of literature in my 
research. Leopardi describes an imaginary conversation between 
estranged sisters, the daughters of Caducity.3   
  
                                                
1 Giacomo Leopardi, Operette morali or, “Small Moral Works,” a series of 24 dialogues 
and essays penned between 1823 and 1828.  
2 This conversation is played out in Michele Moby’s series Paper Lilies (2010) [0.01-
0.02] as well as an untitled series of illustrations by Fumie Sasabuchi (2007) [0.03-
0.05] who cheekily draws Death into published fashion magazine pages.  
3 In contrast, George Pendle’s 2008 biographical account of the life of Death in Death: 
A Life, he speculates that Death was born in Hell, ‘the only son of Satan and Sin. He 
was educated in the ‘Palace of Pandemonium and the Garden of Eden’ 
[0.01-0.02] 
Michele Mobley 
Paper Lilies: Exploring Our 
Relationship with Death 
(2010) 
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FASHION. Don’t you recognise me?... I’m Fashion, your sister. 
DEATH: My sister? 
FASHION. Yes. Don’t you remember that we are both Caducity’s 
daughters? 
DEATH. What can I remember, I who am memory’s greatest enemy? 
FASHION. But I remember well; and I know that you and I together 
keep undoing and changing things down here on earth although you 
go about it one way I another...I’m saying that it is our nature and 
our custom to keep renovating the world. 
... 
DEATH. Then I believe that indeed you are my sister and, if you want 
me to, I’ll hold it more certain than death itself...but if I keep this still, 
I’ll faint. So if you feel like running next to me, be sure you don’t 
croak, for I go fast... 
 
FASHION. If we were to run the Palio together, I don’t know which 
one of us would win the race, for whereas you can run, I can go 
faster than a gallop; and whereas you faint by standing still in one 
place, I waste away. 
... 
DEATH. ...Since you were born from my mother’s womb, it would be 
good if you would help me in some way with my chores. 
 
FASHION. I have done that in the past more often than you think. 
First of all, though I continuously cancel and distort all the other 
customs, I’ve never in any place allowed the practice of dying to 
stop… Obviously you don’t know the power of fashion. 
... 
FASHION. ...I think it is desirable that from now on we should always 
stay together. 
DEATH. You are quite right. Let’s do as you say. 
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From this perspective (one which has been drawn upon by 
philosophers and sociologists such as Georg Simmel4 and Walter 
Benjamin5), Fashion and Death, whilst separate entities, share 
common traits. Both are similar in the way they are constantly 
changing. They do not “exist without the notion of change:” if either 
were to stop “running” they would “waste away.”6  
In Leopardi’s essay, their mother is known alternately as Caducity, 
Transience, Decay, Fragility and Transitoriness, depending upon 
translations, and can also be known as ‘Process’ (referring to a 
series of transforming actions). Indeed, Process is my preferred 
interpretation in representing these acts of transformation across 
time and space, with a beginning and an end. Fashion can represent 
the beginning or birth of a cycle, endless change and growth, 
whereas Death represents finality – endless change and decay. As 
                                                
4Georg Simmel, "Fashion," in Fashion Marketing, ed. G Wills and D Midgley (London: 
Allen and Unwin, 1973).  
5Walter Benjamin, Parigi: Capitale dell xix Secolo. I Passages de Parigi (Turin: Einaudi, 
1986) as cited in Eugenia  Paulicelli, "Fashion: Narration and Nation," in The 
Cambridge Companion to Modern Italian Culture, ed. Zygmunt G. Baranski and 
Rebecca J. West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).p290 
6 Giacomo  Leopardi, Dialogue between Fashion and Death, Penguin Great Ideas 
(London: Penguin Classics, 2010). 
[0.03-0.05] 
Fumie Sasabuchi 
untitled series  
2007 
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such, they are inseparable, each a different side of the same coin. 
However, these ends and beginnings can’t be precisely located, 
having blurry and permeable boundaries.  In continuing with an 
analysis of Leopardi’s characters, perhaps Fashion is the younger, 
more eccentric of the pair, changing the ‘colour of the season’ 
seemingly at random. She shares a link with birth and Eros, fertility 
and life; she is unattainable and ‘ageless’, traversing the line 
between alive and dead.7 Conversely, Death, the older sister, is 
infinitely more feared. She is at the other end of a spectrum, the 
reverse of the coin, the Grim Reaper, often represented by a 
grimacing skeleton, or even a putrefying corpse. Death is perhaps 
the “ultimate reminder that we do not control the conditions of our 
existence” but it is from “her kinship with Fashion, we know that 
these conditions include relentless, unpredictable change.”8 But they 
both share a streak of unpredictability; Death, too, can strike out at 
the least expected moments.  
                                                
7 In many ways, Fashion is personified by the young, firm, beautiful woman; a model. 
This hanger of fashion is at the peak of fertility, or rather teeters in the ‘moment’ of a 
girl becoming a woman, (not necessarily ‘health’ if one observes the model 
archetypes of the ‘heroin chic’ phase of the 90’s), but more often than not she is 
intrinsically connected to sexuality. The Fashion model has a long association with 
mannequins and dolls, and as fashion author and academic Caroline Evans (Fashion 
at the Edge, 2003) suggests, they can even be seen as corpses. They negotiate the 
line between real and false, dead and alive. But in fashion, ever-fleeting, models too 
come in and out of favour. 
 8 Joshya Foa Dienstag, Pessimism: Philosophy, Ethic, Spirit (Oxfordshire: Princeton 
University Press, 2006). P 22. 
9 Fashion leaves behind more than clothes, but it is the clothing aspect of ‘fashion’ in 
which I situate my practice.  
10  Other reflections  about Fashion and Death have led to Death’s association with 
beauty and fashion’s with ugliness. It was Death, and not Fashion, who was named  
‘Mother of Beauty' by American poet Wallace Stevens in Sunday Morning (1915). I 
venture to say that Beauty spent much of her time with - and was highly influenced by 
- Aunt Fashion when Death was on an undertaking, as we know that Beauty is 
malleable, and often depends on the fashion of a given moment. Jean Baudrillard (For 
a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign , 1981, 79) went so far as accuse 
Fashion of being and giving rise to Ugliness, the antithesis of Beauty when he stated 
that: “Fashion continually fabricates the ‘beautiful’ on the basis of a radical denial of 
beauty, by reducing beauty to the logical equivalent of ugliness.” 
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Fashion and Death represent a different ‘moment’ in the life of 
Process, yet in their own way, they take on many of their mother’s 
genetic traits, most notably the ‘arrow of time’ that is their pulse. 
Each leaves a physical remainder on society as they move forward in 
time, a snail trail of sorts: Fashion leaves behind clothing;9 Death, in 
its wake, leaves corpses. Destruction is par for the course. Like all 
biological processes, death represents the undoing of one entity to 
feed another; the same can be said for fashion. Academic in 
comparative literature Eugenia Paulicelli summarises the arguments 
put forward by fashion sociologist George Simmel and social critic 
Walter Benjamin noting that the, “History of fashion shows clearly 
that new fashions are related to, and grow out of, their immediate 
predecessors.” 10  The end is the beginning is the end: “in occupying 
the dividing line between past and future, [fashion] feeds on the 
ungraspable present.”11  
Yet, how a particular event unfolds from past-present to future, 
where exactly the beginning and the end of a process are defined, is 
indistinct and ill-defined. In terms of the human life, it may seem easy 
to say that it begins at birth and ends with death, but the processes 
of birthing, and of ‘death-ing’ are complex. The ‘point of death’ has 
been negotiated as technology has improved in efficiency, from final 
breath, through to final heartbeat, and now, to brain death. Yet the 
heart can still beat in the brain-dead body, and in cardiac surgery, 
the heart can be bypassed altogether for hours at a time, with no 
consequence to the functioning of the brain. People are rarely 
connected to an ECG at death, and the final electrical spark is not 
witnessed. Instead, we have only the clinical signs presented by the 
body upon which to make an assessment of finality. 
My research is not an investigation into the point of death, nor is it an 
analysis of the beginnings of fashion. Rather, it acknowledges both 
as transient processes and instead examines the traits and patterns 
of growth that can emerge from both and the margin at which they 
intersect. 
                                                
 
 
10 Paulicelli, "Fashion: Narration and Nation." P 284 
11 ibid. 
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Our cultural relationship12 with death has fluctuated over the 
centuries. There have been moments throughout history when death 
and dying have filled much of the collective consciousness, such as 
during the devastation of The Black Death (1348 – 1350);13 the strict 
mourning protocols of Queen Victoria’s reign over England (1837-
1901),14 and the Second World War (1939 -1945).15 However, at the 
beginning of the Twenty-first Century, it is widely accepted that our 
current cultural attitudes bifurcate between denial and horror. Either 
understood through Denial of Death,16 outlined by sequestration into 
the clinical environment of the hospital, or The Pornography of 
Death,17 argued by Geoffrey Gorer, where we experience death 
through the bombardment of  images in the media depicting violence 
                                                
12 Within the context of this research I am primarily referring to Westernised culture. 
13 The Black Death decimated an estimated third to two-thirds of the population of 
Europe in the 14th century and resulted in the development of a rich vein of art and 
literature embracing the Danse Macabre [00.6-00.7] and Ars Moriendi.  These texts 
evidence the importance placed on preparing for one’s individual death as the 
populace were faced by the plague’s devastating scale, and are addressed as 
significant to the development of cultural attitudes toward the act of dying.  Philip 
Ziegler, The Black Death (Edinburgh: HarperCollins Publishers, 1997). 
14 The 19th century heralded a move that saw a shift from concern over one’s own 
death to concern over the death of one’s significant other. Death became 
romanticised, seen as separation of loved ones, and there was an increased striving 
toward material immortality. Memorials became ornate and decadent, effigies of the 
dead painstakingly carved into marble and publically erected. When photography 
became available to the middle class there was also a dramatic increase in post-
mortem or memorial photography. Stanley B Burns and Elizabeth A Burns, Sleeping 
Beauty Ii: Grief, Bereavment and the Family in Memorial Photography (New York: 
Burns Archive Press, 2002). 
14 “The Second World War (WWII) was one of the major transformative events of the 
20th century, with 39 million deaths in Europe alone.” Iris Kesternich et al., "The 
Effects of World War Ii on Economic and Health Outcomes across Europe," RAND 
Working Paper Series, http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1992007. Retrieved 
12.11.2012 
15 Ernst Becker, The Denial of Death (New York: Free Press Paperbacks, 1973). 
16 Geoffery Gorer, "The Pornography of Death," Encounter, no. 5 (1955).  
17 Even though written in 1973 and 1955 respectively, The Denial of Death and The 
Pornography of Death are still considered key texts within contemporary death 
studies and have informed the field of death studies amongst many others. 
 
 
 
 
 
[0.06-0.07] 
Hans Holbein the Younger  
Selected works from  
The Dance of Death: 
The Child 
The Old Man 
1538  
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and the deaths of people we do not know .18 As a result, when ‘real’ 
death inevitably comes to visit, we are often poorly prepared. 
Perhaps, Fashion tends to increasingly align itself with the 
‘pornography of death;’ in that it is more often associated with the 
death of others, rather than the death of those to whom we are 
close. The models who wear ‘corpse chic’ are not people we know 
or necessarily care about, their twisted bodies made up with fake 
blood and grey toned skin seem rather to beckon death. The 
resultant ‘trends’ over the last few decades have increasingly moved 
towards a flirtation, or a romanticising, eroticising, or even mockery 
of death.19 Not only has the method of advertising the objects of 
fashion demonstrated this, but so too the increased saturation of 
death reportage in news media, television series, fictional and non-
fictional literature. I refer to these tendencies as death in fashion, or 
‘through the eyes of Fashion’, whereby our relationship with death is 
still a step removed from reality. The reality of death is composed of 
complex issues we do not necessarily wish or want to consider.  
This research aims to address these realities through the processes 
of fashion, within the context of Death. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
18 Geoffery Gorer, "The Pornography of Death," Encounter, no. 5 (1955). 
19 Many of the articles written by Jacque Lynn Foltyn delve into this. Jacque L. 
Foltyn, "Dead Famous and Dead Sexy: Popular Culture, Forensics, and the Rise of 
the Corpse," Mortality 13, no. 2 (2008); Jacque L. Foltyn, "Dead Beauty: The 
Preservation, Memorialisation, and Destruction of Beauty in Death," in 
Contemporary Issues in the Sociology of Death, Dying and Disposal, ed. Glennys 
Howarth and Peter C. Jupp (St. Martin's Press, 1996); Jacque L. Foltyn, "To Die 
For: Skull Style and Corpse Chic in Fashion Design, Imagery and Branding," SCAN: 
Journal of Media Arts Culture 7, no. 2 (2010); Jacque L. Foltyn, "The Corpse in 
Contemporary Culture: Identifying, Transacting, and Recoding the Dead Body in the 
Twenty-First Century," Mortality 13, no. 2 (2008); Jacque L. Foltyn, "Corpse Chic: 
Dead Models and Living Corpses in Fashion Photography," in 1st Global 
Conference Fashion: Exploring Critical Issues (Mansfield College: Oxford Univeristy, 
2009). 
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MOTIVE   
In searching for exclusive links between fashion and death, it 
became clear that while there has been recent cultural analysis as to 
our relationship with clothing and fashion,20 and similarly, our societal 
relationship with death, dying and the dead, there is no thorough 
contemporary research being undertaken that joins the two fields 
and specifically investigates our relationship to the clothing we wear 
for our interment. The gap between these two lines of investigation 
became the space in which I began to carve out my line of enquiry.  
It became apparent when dressing my late Grandfather (“Nonno”), 
for his funeral that there was a space to be explored between 
clothing and the dead. The main predicament facing burial garment 
practice is that within the fashion field, designers largely cater to 
living bodies; bodies with lived experience, dynamic movement, and 
sensory perception. This, of course, differs significantly from the 
realities of the dead body. However, while the dead body may be 
absent of life, it is still recognised as being embedded within a series 
of cultural, material, emotional, and ethical processes, and these are 
what designed burial garments must strive to cater for.  
In almost every human culture, when an individual is readied for 
burial or cremation, their body is prepared in some way [0.08]. 
Generally, the dead body is approached through the processes of 
washing, clothing and wrapping, which act to cover and shield it 
(and the living) from its vulnerable, transient state. Clothes, garments, 
and wrappings used in rituals for the dead will literally and 
symbolically become part of the body as it decomposes during 
interment.  
                                                
20 Fashion has long been neglected as its own branch of theoretical discourse. It has 
only been within the last twenty years that fashion has been taken more seriously as 
an academic study. Bergs’ Fashion Theory Journal was launched in 1997 which 
brought together the writing of several key theorists within the field. Also see: Kathryn 
McKelvey and Janine Munslow, Fashion Design: Process, Innovation and Practice 
(Chichester/GB: John Wiley and Sons Ltd, 2012); Yuniya Kawamura, Doing Research 
in Fashion and Dress: An Introduction to Qualitative Methods (London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing PLC, Berg Publishers, 2011); Ingrid Loschek, When Clothes Become 
Fashion: Design and Innovation Systems, trans. L Rennison (New York: Berg, 2009); 
Lars Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, trans. John Irons (London: Reaktion Books 
Ltd, 2006); Yuniya Kawamura, Fashion-Ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies, ed. 
Joanne Eicher, Dress, Body, Culture (New York: Berg, 2005).  
[0.08] 
Gustave Courbet 
Dressing the Dead Girl 
1855 
0.0 8
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Yet it is this final dressing and the chosen garment that have been 
largely unaddressed within the realm of fashion design and funeral 
practice, most specifically within Western cultures. One explanation 
for this absence is that the responsibility for caring for a dead body 
has been handed over to the funeral profession, and no longer lies 
with the family.  
The death-care landscape altered dramatically in the late Twentieth 
Century, with funeral directors becoming the primary caretakers for 
the dead, taking over from the position usually filled by family 
members to whom the responsibility of washing and dressing the 
body once fell.21 This resulted in an alteration and shift in the manner 
in which death is handled. Instead of dying at home, the dying are 
now either likely to be found in hospitals or nursing homes. From 
here, they are transported to the funeral home where they remain 
until they are interred or cremated. This has contributed to what is 
referred to as Death Denial,22 which in essence, is a denial of human 
mortality evidenced in the encouragement by funeral directors to 
embalm the dead body in order to ‘preserve it’, implying that to 
simply let it rot away is a fate too terrible to consider.23  
However, we seem to be at a turning point. A ‘new wave,’24 or 
‘revival’ of death practice is emerging whereby families are reclaiming 
their dead and bringing them back into their care. In many ways, this 
is a cultural movement influenced by societal fashions. Formerly 
‘buzz’ words - ‘sustainability’ and ‘eco-footprint’ are concepts that 
are becoming familiar, everyday ideals for many people, and are 
                                                
21 Robert Larkins, Funeral Rights: What the Australian 'Death-Care' Industry Doesn't 
Want You to Know (Melbourne: Viking, 2007). 
22 Becker, The Denial of Death. 
23  Interestingly author of Rest in Peace, Gary Laderman, noted that ““Without this 
procedure, funeral directors would have had a difficult time claiming that they were 
part of a professional guild, and therefore justified as the primary mediators between 
the living and the dead from the moment of death to the final disposition.” Gary 
Laderman, Rest in Peace: A Cultural History of Death and the Funeral Home in 
Twentieth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press Inc, 2005). P 8. 
24 At the most recent Death Down Under conference held in New Zealand in June 
2012, there was intense discussion about what this ‘new wave’ is to be called. Words 
like ‘wholesome’, ‘reclaimed’, ‘wellbeing’, ‘engaged’ were placed next to ‘death,’ but 
there was no definitive decision made.  
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driving this interest in what could be termed ‘green’, ‘organic’ or 
‘natural’ funerals. 
In particular, the contemporary interment practice of ‘natural earth 
burial’ or ‘green burial’ (discussed further in Chapter 2), became a 
method through which the research could be located. Instead of the 
more traditional use of chemical embalming, lavish coffins and 
grandiose tomb stones, which have come to be the norm for 
funerals occurring in the last fifty years, the aim of natural burial is to 
allow the body to decompose into the earth as organically as 
possible. The same notions about transformation through the literal 
disintegration and decomposition of materials and body, as well as 
the more ephemeral concepts of the transmigration of energy, drive 
the design processes that are engaged with through the research 
projects. 
I periodically use the term ‘moment’ as a way to address sections of 
time within an ongoing process. Selecting a place to nominate as the 
‘beginning’ or the ‘end’ is problematic when describing processes 
like Death or even Fashion. As processes, they are inherently 
transforming and evolving – and as such, are difficult to pin down. 
Thus ‘moments’ become a more easily negotiated way to describe 
certain milestones or events in the project work.  
It is a key aim of the research to directly address and dress these 
moments, to seek alternative ways to dress the dead body both 
through the design of actual garments, and to examine how the act 
of dressing the body with these garments can affect our fundamental 
approach to the dead body.  
By analysing fashion from this angle we can better understand some 
of the relationships we have to clothing in life and in death, and 
furthermore, our role both within our clothes and in the environment 
that surrounds our clothed bodies. This research also reveals the 
‘power of fashion.’25 Even though Fashion is often depicted 
stereotypically as ‘frivolous’, it is a powerful tool affecting many 
“diverse areas of human group life...It is easily observable in the 
realm of the pure and applied arts…There is plenty of evidence to 
                                                
25 Leopardi, Dialogue between Fashion and Death. 
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show its play in the field of medicine.”26 The stereotype that has 
caused “frustration amongst fashion theorists [not to mention 
practitioners and designers] as to the notion of fashion being 
mistaken for frivolity,”27 underestimates the potential for fashion to be 
a positive tool in the seriousness of death.  The uneasy intersection 
between the contexts of fashion and death is something this 
research aims to navigate. It seeks to demonstrate ways in which 
fashion can instead be perceived and used as a beneficial tool, 
allowing us to engage directly with death and mortality.  
The research has also been interested in moving beyond the 
process and rituals of burial, to the physical processes of 
decomposition, dissolution and disintegration, where a body’s 
relationships with the world are fundamentally altered. As such, the 
physical composition of textiles and the ways in which they 
disintegrate became an important issue within the research.  
                                                
26 Herbert Blumer, "Fashion: From Class Differentiation to Collective Selection," in 
Fashion Theory | a Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 2007). P 
232-233. 
27 Herbert Blumer, "Fashion: From Class Differentiation to Collective Selection," The 
Sociological Quaterly 10, no. 3 (1969).p232 
 0. 09
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DEFINITIONS + EXCLUSIONS 
 
Many of the definitions, boundaries and restrictions of the research 
became apparent as the projects unfolded. But at this point, building 
on the exploration of fashion and death, it is appropriate to outline 
several parameters that specify the research and build on the earlier 
definition of fashion as process enacting actions of transformation.   
Fashion and the social world: A way of life and death 
As sociologist Herbert Blumer once stated: “[Fashion] is sensitive to 
the movement of current developments as they take place in its own 
field, adjacent fields, and in the larger social world.”28 And so for the 
purposes of this exegesis, I have adopted Blumer’s understanding of 
fashion as a broadly constructed human phenomenon. This 
understanding is one that has itself undergone a process of 
transformation and evolution, witnessed through the writing put 
forward by literary theorist Roland Barthes,29 fashion professor 
Elizabeth Wilson30 and sociologists Joanne Entwistle31 and Yuniya 
Kawamura.32 Each of these writers has demonstrated an 
understanding that fashion, while stereotypically relegated, or 
intrinsically connected to the realm of clothing, is by action rather 
than definition, far larger than that, and can come to encompass 
many other fields of study or human endeavor. As Blumer insightfully 
noted, Fashion “even touches such a relative sacred area as that of 
mortuary practice… the domain in which fashion operates is very 
extensive, indeed. To limit it to, or to centre it in, the field of costume 
                                                
28 Blumer, H. (1969). "Fashion: From class differentiation to collective selection." The 
Sociological Quaterly 10(3): 275-291. As reprinted in Blumer, H. (2007). Fashion: 
From class differentiation to collective selection. Fashion Theory | A Reader. M. 
Barnard. New York, Routledge: 232-246. P239 
29 Barthes, R. (1999). The Fashion System. Berkeley, University of California Press 
30 Wilson, E. (2007). Adorned in dreams: Introduction. Fashion Theory | A Reader. M. 
Barnard. New York, Routledge: 393-397 
31 Entwistle, J. (2001). The Dressed Body. Body Dressing. J. Entwistle and E. Wilson. 
Oxford, Berg: 33-58 
32 Kawamura, Y. (2005). Fashion-ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies. Oxford  
New York, Berg. 
 
 
 
64 
 
and adornment is to have a very inadequate idea of the scope of its 
occurrence. ”33  
It is particular to this research that fashion has come to be deeply 
entrenched in the ‘death-care’ industry, where changing attitudes 
towards death are indeed ‘fashions’ or modes de vie: they are new 
ways of approaching death. Fashion is the pushing forward of new 
ideas, the instigator of paradigms to be accepted or not in the 
broader landscape, and in this way is involved in the shaping of a 
new generation of death practitioners.  
Fashion itself is “invisible”34 and an ungraspable driving force, yet it 
can be witnessed by the appearance of ‘trends’, which are not 
necessarily ‘clothes’, but emergent ‘tangible’ repetitions of 
aesthetics, behaviours and attitudes.  However, Fashion is the 
momentum toward paradigm, from modalities to tropes. As 
sociologist Yuniya Kawamura states in her exploration, Fashion-
ology, 35 “it seems agreed that fashion is never stationary, never fixed 
and ever-changing,”36 which is a continuum of the satirical musings 
expressed by Leopardi.37 Kawamura further asserts that fashion “is 
the result of the acceptance of certain cultural values, all of which are 
open to relatively rapid influences of change.”38 
On one level, as a fashion designer, I am involved, or participate in, 
directly contributing to these “cultural values” or “repetitions,” or 
rather, in creating new configurations that will be diffused and 
absorbed to be then copied, shifted, transformed and repeated, thus 
creating new fashions. I respond to the world around me, and 
channel this response into ‘Fashionings’.  
                                                
33 Blumer, H. (1969). "Fashion: From class differentiation to collective selection." The 
Sociological Quaterly 10(3): 275-291. As reprinted in Blumer, H. (2007). Fashion: 
From class differentiation to collective selection. Fashion Theory | A Reader. M. 
Barnard. New York, Routledge: 232-246. P239 
34 Kawamura, Y. (2005). Fashion-ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies. Oxford  
New York, Berg. P 4. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. P 4.  
37 Leopardi, Dialogue between Fashion and Death. 
38 Yuniya Kawamura, Fashion-ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies (Oxford  
New York: Berg, 2005). P 4.  
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The notion of fashion is heavily nuanced, as John Potvin states: 
“Fashion is not simply a product of labour, but a practice of being-in-
the-world, a sensual activity.” 39 Fashion can be used in two ways, 
one as the noun, an all-encompassing system, the second as a verb, 
a doing process, and this is where I use the term ‘fashioning’ 
contextually. It is the ‘doing’ that takes precedence. I do not use the 
term ‘fashioning’ dismissively. Rather, it is central to the practice of 
fashion design. It is seen as an active process whereby fashion is 
developed.   
The doctoral work is therefore interested in the notion of the 
‘practice of Fashioning’ as a verb, rather than ‘practicing Fashion’ as 
a noun. Thus, the interest lies in the processes leading to a fashion 
outcome, rather than the outcomes of fashion themselves.  
Identifying spaces and places in which the doctoral projects are 
situated 
The spaces and places in which fashion is explored need to be 
addressed here in recognising the way in which this research is 
situated within Fashion as a broad discipline. John Potvin’s book, 
The Places and Spaces of Fashion,40 discusses the ways in which: 
“Sites can be marked out as places and spaces which define and 
are transformed through by, and because of the subjects and 
objects of fashion. As potential site of and for spectacle, 
performance, and even transformation, people often seek out 
locations of fashion either as participants, voyeurs, consumers, 
spectators, or would-be models. Fashion tailors the perception of 
spaces or places and the identities which occupy or traverse 
them.”41 
The fashion research, the tangible aspects, undertaken here could 
be seen to occupy the ‘margins’ of conventional fashion design 
practice, which is to say an association with the design and 
production of everyday clothing. By this, I mean that they do not sit 
within the commercial arena of clothing production: they are not for 
                                                
39 John Potvin, The Places and Spaces of Fashion, 1800-2007 (New York & London: 
Routledge, 2009). P 8 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. P 9 
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everyday wear. Instead they sit outside the traditional patterns of 
fashion consumption. The work inhabits a ‘niche market’ as such, 
and my fashionings are not intended for mainstream consumption. 
However, the work does occupy some of the more characteristic 
physical and conceptual spaces of fashion for consumption and 
promotion: photography, catwalk, and exhibition with which the 
work is engaged.  
I do design garments, but more than that, I design process and 
rituals that involve garments.  Clothes are indeed part of the 
language with which I work, and are used to construct fashion, 
which is seen as a “wild card, descending on some times and not 
others in an arbitrary and fortuitous way.”42 Clothing as it pertains to 
the exegesis is further examined in Chapter 1. But at this 
introductory stage, it should be understood that fashion can - and 
does - exist outside of clothing, yet clothing is embedded within 
fashion. 
Clothing is a result of materials being ‘fashioned’ into a form, but is 
distinct from ‘fashion’ as a field and process. Often realised as a 
tangible, wearable reflection of the self, clothes are created 
predominantly through the use of soft and flexible textiles and are 
produced with the purpose of being borne and worn upon the 
human body. In the context of this research, the trope of clothing is 
inclusive of other forms of body-based adornment such as jewellery, 
wearable artefacts, temporal and permanent decorative markings 
upon the body, or the application of scents and oils.  
 
 
 
 
 
FASHIONING 
                                                
42 John Harvey, Clothes, ed. Mark Vernon, The Art of Living (Stocksfield: Acumen, 
2008). pg 11 
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Within the research process, isolated acts of ‘fashioning’ and being 
‘fashioned’ are often discussed as being embedded within the 
moment. These moments are brought about by exercising an 
influence through intervention, manipulation or facilitation of natural 
and inevitable processes of transformation. Many of these processes 
are commonly associated with cycles of death: material decay, 
disintegration and dissolving, though implicit in this is also the 
eventual regeneration of new life as a result of the transformation of 
the old.  
I define ‘fashioning’ as the practice of facilitation, or remoulding and 
scaffolding of processes that lead towards particular goals or 
outcomes beyond fashion itself. The process in direct question is the 
negotiation and navigation of the processes associated with death; 
decay, decomposition, dissolution, disintegration and ultimately, 
regeneration. In essence, I am fashioning the way that we, in 
Western dominated cultures, can approach death. I do this by 
focusing directly on the aspects that within this culture are often 
avoided or imbued with fear and disgust. 
Initially, I do this by using the tools of fashion as it pertains to 
clothing, but eventually move away from these tools altogether, and 
perform fashioning in league with the conversations that have arisen 
from the previous projects.  Garment design is part of that process, 
but as a designer specifically engaged with 'fashion', I further extend 
my role into the dressing and ritual aspects of clothing. “Dress, and 
the experience and practice of being dressed, is a fundamental 
aspect of human experience and, as such and as always, of social 
experience. Dress is a constitutive element in experiencing one’s 
own and the other people’s bodily existence.”43  
 
 
 
                                                
43Utriainen, T. (2004). "Naked and dressed: metaphorical perspective to the imaginary 
and ethical background of the deathbed scene." Mortality 9(2). P 135 
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EXCLUSIONS 
There are a large number of theoretical discourses which debate the 
inclusion of art within the fashion field or of fashion within art, or, the 
appearance of hybrid practices.44 I am aware that some of the work 
referred to in this document, and some of the work I have produced 
references art practices. However, the classification of my work in 
this context is not of specific concern here.  Earlier in the 
introduction, I discussed the forms of communication I have 
addressed in my projects including photography, exhibition and 
catwalk modes, which traverse the fields of fashion and art.  
However, it is not the intention of this research to focus upon 
exploring the nature of art and fashion practices but to examine the 
interrelationship between the realms of fashion and death. Artworks 
are also addressed in the capacity of acting as cultural products 
engaged with Fashion as broadly defined above; constructed out of 
a timely milieu and reflecting social and personal concerns that are of 
central interest to the research.  
Likewise, eroticism and the sexualising of the dead body, a trend 
outlined by Jacque Lynn Foltyn in her article Dead Famous and Dead 
Sexy: Popular Culture, Forensics, and the Rise of the Corpse, 45 is 
excluded from the scope of this research. Sex is entwined within 
readings of fashion and death, just as it is in birth and beauty. Whilst 
I acknowledge that on occasions where the naked body is exposed 
and therefore potentially evocative, this reference is concerned more 
with reflecting upon the sentiment of creating vulnerability as it 
pertains to mortality, rather than vulnerability as it pertains to sexual 
innuendo.  
Academic and sociologist, Jacque Lynn Foltyn has also written 
about the pairing of fashion and death and their fetishisation. In Dead 
Famous and Dead Sexy: Popular Culture, Forensics, and the Rise of 
the Corpse, 46 she coined the term ‘corpse porn’ which describes, 
                                                
44 Adam Gerzy and Vicki  Karaminas, eds., Fashion and Art (London 
New York: Berg Publishers,2012); José  Teunissen, The Art of Fashion: Installing 
Allusions (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 2009). 
45 Foltyn, "Dead Famous and Dead Sexy: Popular Culture, Forensics, and the Rise of 
the Corpse." 
46 Ibid. 
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“[design] to highlight the body’s sexuality as well as its 
decomposition.”47 ‘Corpse chic’ –a trend within fashion of the 
1990’s, “styles death with the flesh of the living”48 and is a symptom 
of what Caroline Evans described as ‘deathliness’ in her influential 
text Fashion at the Edge.49 However, much has changed within the 
decade since Evans’ “extremely well-documented”50 writing and 
Foltyn provides an analysis engaged in the present, proposing that 
while deathliness in fashion in the Nineties may have been about 
“mutability”51 reflecting societal tropes about the insecurities brought 
about by “change, instability, and uncertainty,”52 death is today, 
considered less analogous in terms of fashion aesthetic and more 
“about death itself.”53 
Whilst Gorer’s use of the phrase ‘pornography of death’54 had little to 
do with sex at the time of its composition, ‘corpse porn’ does. Foltyn 
comments that “socially appropriate emotion is absent from both”55 
corpse porn and sex porn; which is to say, “love [is removed] from 
sex porn,”56 “grief, reflection, and discussion of the preciousness of 
life [is removed] from corpse porn.”57 Another vein of enquiry that 
becomes apparent when analysing Foltyn’s’ ‘corpse porn’ is the role 
of women: “The corpse porn star just as the sex porn star is most 
often female, not only because of the long discussed patriarchal 
oppression of woman and the control of mass media by men but 
because of woman’s closer association with birth, sex, death, 
depravity, and dirt.”58 The work of authors such as Simone De 
                                                
47 Ibid.  
48 Foltyn, "To Die For: Skull Style and Corpse Chic in Fashion Design, Imagery and 
Branding." 
49 Caroline Evans, Fashion at the Edge (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). 
50 Foltyn, "To Die For: Skull Style and Corpse Chic in Fashion Design, Imagery and 
Branding." 
51 Evans, Fashion at the Edge. P10-11 
52 Ibid. p 10-11 
53 Foltyn, "To Die For: Skull Style and Corpse Chic in Fashion Design, Imagery and 
Branding." 
54 Gorer, "The Pornography of Death." 
55 Foltyn, "Dead Famous and Dead Sexy: Popular Culture, Forensics, and the Rise of 
the Corpse." P 167.  
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. P 16. 
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Beauvoir59 and Mary Douglas,60 have also addressed the association 
of women with these issues. Women have a closer association with 
both death and fashion and there are tensions between feminism 
and the study of fashion which underpin prevailing attitudes and 
reception and representation of fashion61. However, it is not the 
intent of the research to pursue the symbiosis of fashion and death 
as a purely feminist polemic.  
The understanding of death that I employ within this study is seen as 
a natural progression of a life lived. Therefore, I do not explore 
particular types of death – even though they can be included within a 
broad discussion of death. In particular, violent death is not 
something that I focus on, even though it is the type of death that 
‘corpse porn’ and the ‘pornography of death’ most often include. In 
the same regard, I do not discuss the death of children, nor do my 
final garments include a size suitable for small bodies. It is not that I 
do not wish to acknowledge these types of death, but rather that to 
engage with these deaths would sway the direction of the research, 
and would require individual focus. 
                                                
59 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex trans. Constance Borde and Sheila 
Malovany-Chevallier (London: Vintage, 2010).  
60 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and 
Taboo (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966)  
60 Foltyn, "Dead Famous and Dead Sexy: Popular Culture, Forensics, and the Rise of 
the Corpse." 
61 See Elizabeth Wilson, "Adorned in Dreams: Introduction," in Fashion Theory | a 
Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
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Research Structure  
 
This research was largely carried out through the production of a 
series of creative projects that involved fashioned processes and 
garments. Initially, these were situated within a metaphorical fashion 
context whereby garment-making and dissolving were employed. 
This then moved into a broader discussion of fashion that involved 
the use of sculpture, and grown fabrications that had their own life 
and death. From this point, it became apparent that there needed to 
be an experimental section wherein there was a literal application 
and engagement with the dead body. This describes the three 
phases of the research in general terms. 
This document, which will accompany the PhD exhibition and 
presentation, is organised in chapters that present the project work 
more-or-less chronologically. However, there were often moments in 
the practice where the projects overlapped and occurred 
simultaneously. The images embedded throughout the chapters 
allow the reader to access and visually experience specific moments 
of the project process and their impact.  
Chapters 1-3 address the ways that the projects have been 
produced and evolved in response to the moments between death 
and disintegration. This is examined in three primary ways:  
In the first chapter, the body is examined as a physical entity 
through a series of projects that explored the use of dissolvable 
fabrics reflecting the process of decomposition. Through this 
process of dissolving, notions regarding nakedness and 
vulnerability both in the living and the dead were explored. 
The role of clothing in fashion and the body is discussed, specifically 
the ways that Fashion is influenced by processes closely linked to 
death and decomposition. This was conducted through an aesthetic 
exploration of materials and garments that literally dissolve to reveal 
the naked body underneath. Through the use of dissolvable 
fabrications, my project iterations present a series of investigations 
into the process of fashioning garments, both as a technical exercise 
in the use and employment of transformative textiles, and as an 
analogy for the fragility inherent in death and decomposition. I 
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discuss what it means for a body to have permeable boundaries, 
arguing that clothing can be understood as a second skin. By 
dissolving the outermost layer of skin, I bring to the fore issues of 
nakedness as linked with vulnerability, fragility and ultimately, 
mortality.  
I begin to break down the body-garment and observe its dissolution 
and dissipation while not yet entering the realm of horror and disgust 
usually associated with the dead and decomposing body. 
Conversely, working this way with dissolvable garments can be seen 
as ephemeral and beautiful, while still representing processes often 
imbued with fear and revulsion. 
In the second chapter, the body is situated as a disintegrated 
entity that can be reabsorbed and reformed into the environment 
and landscape.  
Moving out of the traditional notions of fashion design, and into more 
sculptural work, this second chapter explores processes of growth 
and formation in the earth, where plant roots are grown in body 
moulds. This project consists of a number of iterations or cycles, 
whereby several material tests were conducted and a number of 
different types of mould shapes were experimented with, each 
engaging with slightly different dialogues. The themes and analogies 
brought about by the body moulds connect largely with the ‘natural 
earth’ burial movement, and the notion of the body as a ‘gift’ 
returned to the earth. Through the creation of these body moulds, I 
was able to draw out information embedded within them to create 
textile prints and embroidery patterns. 
Following the exploration of both of the projects undertaken in the 
first and second chapters, it became apparent that there was a need 
to test these ideas within the realm of the dead body and away from 
analogy.  
In Chapter Three, the dead body is positioned as a sacred entity 
requiring care, and conversely, as an entity that is repellent and 
warranting aversion.  
The third chapter begins with a rationale of expanding my role as a 
designer by becoming a funeral celebrant. This was to bring about 
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dealing with the realities of death, and sets the scene for the third 
major body of exegesis project work, The Pig Project. In this 
iteration, my work explores the realities of dressing the dead body, 
and also its unavoidable decomposition within the context of a 
natural burial.  Conducted through a residency at SymbioticA, at the 
University of Western Australia, it engages directly with the visceral 
nature of disgust through the washing, dressing, burial and 
exhumation of pig bodies. Performed in the context of a scientific 
(forensics) experiment, issues regarding ethics of animals use and 
distancing oneself from the implications of using animals in research 
became prevalent. It was by confronting these issues and the natural 
bodily processes, with the inclusion of newfound ritual-making 
experiences through funeral celebrancy, that I was able to 
confidently negotiate a way that they can be addressed within the 
creation of garments specifically for the grave. 
In Chapter Four, all the previous bodies of work come together 
in a new form of fashion practice, one by which I dress the dead 
and design Garments for the Grave. 
 
My role, which began as designer, transformed into maker, sculptor, 
scientist, celebrant, dresser and death-wear facilitator.  Garments for 
the Grave is a practice that has emerged from previous project work, 
and uses skills from the fashion realm whilst incorporating elements 
of funeral celebrancy. It is a practice that functions as ritual engaged 
through the creation or fashioning of a burial garment. It neither 
denies nor flirts with death, but presents it in a way that invites 
observers to view it as natural, undeniable, inevitable and at times, 
beautiful. The garments are designed for easy inclusion of dressing 
rituals performed by the family. There has been significant attention 
from the press regarding this work, which is an indication that it is a 
‘fashionable’ topic, and a realisation that there is a need and 
demand for this type of engagement. 
 
This research explores the ways in which fashion design can directly 
approach the realities of the dead body; specifically, the moments 
between death and disintegration, and in doing so, make significant 
contributions to the manner in which we both deal with death, and 
consider the role of fashion design. Ultimately, this research sows 
seeds for the beginning of a new type of fashion practice, catering to 
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the care and dressing of the dead. It makes contributions to 
methods in which we might deal with dead bodies and to thinking 
about the potential role of fashion design as the fashioning of 
enduring processes, rather than simply the designing of garments. 
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